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 3 
Introduction: An Unfortunate Side-Effect of American Military 
Presence 
 
The United States currently occupies around 800 military bases around the world – compared to 30 
foreign bases of all other states of the world combined (Vine 2015, 17-18). The U.S. emerged as a 
superpower after the Second World War and has remained a powerful player in world politics and 
economics. During the Cold War the U.S. strategically demonstrated and increased this power 
through political, diplomatic and economic influence, which was often accompanied by military 
presence (Lee 2010, 1). Despite the Soviet Union’s collapse, the bases and troops are still viewed as 
essential to protect the country (Vine 2015, 19). In the field of international relations (IR) this 
American influence is often looked at and investigated in a framework that considers top-down 
decision-making and consequences: the attention of political scientists and IR scholars is generally 
directed to the public arena (Enloe 2016, 322). There is no question that this large-scale military 
presence and influence demands to be investigated through that lens, however, this is not the only 
relevant manner in which it can be studied. The presence of military bases has an effect on the foreign 
environments in which they are located, which can in turn influence the relationship between the 
states in question (S. Moon 2012, 865). In order to investigate the side-effects of American military 
presence and their underlying causes, it is necessary to adopt a bottom-up perspective and to zoom in 
on the characteristics of the military. 
The culture of the American military affects the countries in which the military bases are 
stationed. The American military knows a highly masculine culture, in which femininity is often 
associated with weakness and inferiority. This sexism has been demonstrated to lead to misogyny, 
where women are not solely viewed as inferior but also objectified and (forcefully) dominated by 
men. This aspect of the culture brings about an interesting aspect of the military to investigate in more 
depth: the effect of military presence on the women around the bases. Throughout history, soldiers 
have had women near them who either tagged along with their armies as “camp followers” or were 
located close to their stations (Enloe 2000, 37). The American military, too, knows a history of 
military prostitution1, and due to their large international presence, this has involved many women 
from different cultural backgrounds. South Korea is one of the states in which American military 
prostitution takes place, and provides, due to the long-lasting American presence and high levels of 
both voluntary and involuntary prostitution, a relevant case study to investigate the role military 
culture plays in this prostitution industry.  
                                               
1 Military prostitution can be defined as “prostitution catering to, and sometimes organized by, the military” (K. Moon 
2009). 
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South Korea has known an intensive relationship with the U.S. since the end of the occupation 
by the Empire of Japan. Since the Korean War in the 1950s, the Southern half of the Korean peninsula 
has known a constant American military presence (Yuh 2002, 19; Cumings 1992, 169). Although the 
end of the Japanese occupation meant an end to the sexual slavery of “comfort women”2, the U.S. 
took over the “comfort stations” established by Japan and continued making use of the sexual services 
of women (Vine 2015, 325; Yuh 2002, 20; Cumings 1992, 171). Just outside of the military bases in 
South Korea, so-called camptowns were created. In these camptowns, soldiers could come to relax, 
spend their free time, and spend their money, and prostitution thrived (Vine 2015, 327). After the 
Korean War, impoverished, orphaned, widowed women and former comfort women hoped to make 
a living for themselves and their families working in military prostitution (K. Moon 1997, 28). In the 
1960s, tens of thousands of women and soldiers were involved in the Korean camptown sex industry; 
the majority (85%) of the American soldiers in South Korea in 1965 had been with a prostitute in 
their time there (Yuh 2002, 20-22; K. Moon 1997, 37). The American soldiers created a great demand 
for prostitution. 
The camptown sex industry in the twentieth century was enabled by many different factors. 
The South Korean government played a central role, as it needed the American military presence due 
to the North Korean threat, and benefited from the influx of American dollars. The government 
participated in luring women into the camptown sex industry to ensure sufficient supply. Korean 
women were since the war in the 1950s trained as “patriots” or “civilian diplomats”, and ended up 
working as prostitutes for American soldiers (Lamothe 2014). Moreover, economic factors helped 
create a supply of prostitutes. Korean women were highly disadvantaged in the developing state, and 
did not have many options in the patriarchal economy of South Korea to achieve economic security 
(Pollock Sturdevant and Stoltzfus 1992; K. Moon 1997, 3). There were thus prostitutes that chose 
this occupation as well as others who were coerced or lured into it by false promises. However, the 
voluntariness of the Korean prostitutes in the camptown sex industry is hard to define due to a thin 
line between agency over one’s own body, economic necessity, and the influence of the state. 
Nonetheless, at the end of the twentieth century, the majority of the Korean women escaped military 
prostitution as the Korean economy improved – implying a lack of options had forced the women to 
provide sexual labor to American soldiers (Cheng 2010, 6-7). 
When the Korean women left the prostitution industry, the demand for sexual labor did not 
diminish, and the gap in supply was filled by women who have migrated as well as been trafficked 
from states such as China, Kyrgyzstan and most prominently from the Philippines into South Korea 
                                               
2 Comfort women were women from territories occupied by Japan such as Korea, China and the Philippines, enslaved 
by the Imperial Japanese Army to serve as sex slaves on their military bases during the Second World War (Yuh 
2002,19). 
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(Trafficking in Persons Report 2017, 237). Of the camptown prostitutes in 2009, 90% was from 
Southeast Asian countries (Dujisin 2009). The demand of the American military is fueling this 
industry, and therefore, the current presence of the American military in South Korea is fueling a sex 
industry with economically vulnerable women who have little chances to leave the industry. As of 
yet, there has not been done much research on foreign prostitutes in South Korea. This enduring 
phenomenon of the prostitution of foreign women in South Korea thus provides a relevant case study 
to investigate with regard to the influence of the culture of the American military. 
 
Up until now, literature on South Korean camptown prostitution has focused on the lives of the 
individual women, and on the decisions of the South Korean government concerning economic and 
strategic motivations. Due to the datedness of this literature, it does not yet include much research on 
the foreign women in this sex industry. Another important aspect that is underrepresented in the 
research on the current situation is research on American military culture as a contributing factor to 
the current camptown prostitution. To investigate why this form of prostitution has been taking place 
in the twenty-first century and what the effects of the culture of the American military on this industry 
are, this study will address the following research question: In what way does the culture of the 
American military contribute to the prostitution of foreign sex workers in American military 
camptowns in South Korea in the twenty-first century? The first chapter will elaborate on the 
literature that has been published on relevant themes thus far, including literature on (involuntary) 
prostitution, and existing research on military prostitution in South Korea. Chapter II will elaborate 
on the methodology and the feminist IR theory this research was based upon. The third chapter 
investigates the culture of the American military, after which chapter IV analyzes the contributing 
factors to camptown prostitution in more depth and considers the role of American military culture. 
This section will analyze the contributing role of American military culture, stating that it fuels the 
demand for foreign prostitutes in South Korea due to sexist, misogynist and racist outlooks and 
economic benefits, but also stating that decisions on a higher level play a decisive and essential role, 
although these decisions are often dependent on the military culture. The last section will present 
concluding remarks.   
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I: Literature Review 
 
This chapter presents the scholarly contributions to the topic of this study and the concepts of this 
research. Existing research in the fields of prostitution and South Korean camptown prostitution will 
be summarized and synthesized. The first subsection elaborates on the debate on (involuntary) 
prostitution to clarify these terms, and the second subsection discusses the main approaches that have 
been taken in existing research on South Korean camptown prostitution. The literature review will 
establish the current knowledge and methodological contributions on this topic, upon which this study 
will build and elaborate. 
 
(Involuntary) Prostitution  
This research involves many sensitive discussions, and will therefore try to carefully explain the 
academic debates around the related themes and topics. Since the study aims to investigate how 
American military culture fuels the prostitution of foreign sex workers in South Korean camptowns, 
it is essential to discuss prostitution and involuntary prostitution, which, as introduced, both take 
place in the Korean camptowns. In order to be able to clarify these terms, the normative academic 
dispute on prostitution will be elaborated on first. According to Taina Bien-Aimé (2017), there are 
three main governmental models regarding the buying and selling of sexual labor: the prohibitionist 
model, which fully criminalizes prostitution for all actors involved, such as sellers, buyers and 
facilitators; legalization and decriminalization models, which legalize or decriminalize prostitution; 
and the Swedish or Nordic model, in which the demand for prostitution is criminalized, and the supply 
is not. Bien-Aimé has a forward, feminist opinion about prostitution, and states that it is a highly 
damaging practice that should be ended: “[p]rostitution, in all its forms […] is not an exception to 
gender-based violence; it is its cause and its consequence.” The term ‘sex work’, she implies, is a 
“narrative that defines the exchange of money for sexual harassment, violence, power, and control, 
as ‘consent’.” The way to eliminate it, she argues, is to target the demand, instead of punishing the 
women in prostitution for the fact that they are being exploited by men.  
Lisa Thompson (2017) is, like Bien-Aimé, a feminist abolitionist. She believes the demand 
for commercial sex should be combated and that “prostitution is a system of female inequality and 
male domination”, regardless of the freedom of choice of the women. She argues that sexual relations 
in which there is no “intimacy, mutuality of pleasure, reciprocity of affection, and genuine consent” 
are “inherently dehumanizing”. In her speech, she describes what the branch of commercial sex 
entails (including but not limited to strip clubs and peep shows, pornography and virtual prostitution, 
and escort services, brothels and street-level prostitution), and states that “if there were no demand 
for commercial sex, sex trafficking would not exist in the form it does today”. She further states that, 
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if commercial sex is normalized, a culture will adjust to this. Thompson implies that exploiting 
women in one environment, such as in prostitution, has an effect on the treatment of women in the 
rest of society, and therefore argues the commercial sex industry is harmful for human rights and for 
women in general.  
Sealing Cheng (2010) counters the viewpoints of Bien-Aimé and Thompson. Although she 
describes scenes of the disgraceful treatment of prostituted girls and women in South Korea, she 
emphasizes that the women have agency, and it would be disrespectful to deny this. It is necessary to 
keep in mind that also in the case of South Korea, not all women in the sex industry are there on an 
involuntary basis, and there are several levels of agency involved. Due to this variety, it is impossible 
to provide generic analyses about the level of freedom of prostituted women. American General M. 
Scaparrotti, who opposes prostitution, states that paying for sexual services “encourages the 
objectification of women, reinforces sexist attitudes, and is demeaning to all human beings” (Lamothe 
2014). In this case, prostitution would effectively contribute to an increase in sexual assault. 
Interestingly, prostitution has in other situations, such as in the Japanese Imperial Army and in the 
American military, been viewed and actively used as a means to prevent rape and assault, although 
neither of the two causal relationships can be confirmed or refuted by sufficient data and research 
(Asian Women’s Fund 2002, 4; Yuh 2002 15). Although this research will not be investigating a 
potential decrease or increase of sexual assault through prostitution, it is important to keep in mind 
that prostitution – buying sexual services of a woman – and rape – robbing her of it – are not entirely 
separable. As Saundra Pollock Sturdevant and Brenda Stoltzfus mention, prostitution is work that can 
be freely chosen, but “to accept prostitution as a form of woman’s work is to accept the notion of 
women’s bodies as commodities, an idea at the core of male dominance and violence against women. 
Furthermore, as long as there is prostitution, there will be rape; anything that can be bought can also 
be stolen” (Pollock Sturdevant and Stoltzfus 1992, 301). 
Undoubtedly, there are women who made the conscious and free decision to enter the 
commercial sex industry. It can be argued that their choices are always based upon a societal context 
in which a masochist culture dominates, or that their choices are based upon economic necessity, and 
are therefore arguably still not completely based on their own preferences as no decision can be made 
in a vacuum. If societal pressure or economic necessity and the absence of alternative options is the 
motivation for women to partake in the sex industry, the line between coercion and voluntariness 
arguably loses its value. Nonetheless, the agency that some women exercise should not be 
underestimated. This study will hold the position that the line between voluntary and involuntary 
prostitution is a very thin one, and that even the choice to work in the sex industry may be influenced 
by external pressure, seeing that prostitution requires the commodification of the female body.  
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Military Prostitution in South Korea 
The following subchapter will elaborate on the existing literature around the more specific topic of 
military prostitution in South Korea. Currently, there is no large collection of literature on foreign 
prostitutes in South Korea, however, this subsection will include literature on the situation as it used 
to be in the twentieth century, to portray the academic debates around camptown prostitution within 
the historical context. In South Korea, military prostitution has been taking place since before the 
U.S. stepped foot on its land, in the form of comfort women, as mentioned before, for the Japanese 
Imperial Army. Since 1945, when about 70,000 soldiers arrived in South Korea to administer the 
newly independent state, American military presence has been substantial. Just when the U.S. planned 
on withdrawing in the late 1940s, the Soviet threat in North Korea and the start of the Korean War 
ensured the number of troops increased instead. During the rest of the twentieth century, the American 
military presence remained to provide protection against the threat of North Korea under Kim Il-
Sung, who led the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea (DPRK) from the end of the Japanese 
occupation until 1994. Kim Jong-Il, his son, succeeded him until 2011, who after his death left the 
DPRK to his son Kim Jong-Un, its current leader. Although the North Korean threat and the hostility 
between the Northern and Southern half of the Korean peninsula has remained in place over the years, 
for the states never signed a peace treaty but only an armistice, there have been very little clashes 
except from small-scale clashes along land and sea borders (Salmon 2010). Despite the armistice and 
relatively little conflict between North and South Korea since 1953, there are still about 35,000 
American troops present today3 (Holmes 2017). 
The phenomenon of military prostitution in South Korea has been investigated in various ways 
within the fields of IR and political science, such as with a focus on Korean influence in the camptown 
sex industry, the relationship between South Korea and the U.S., and ethnographic research on the 
prostituted women. The existing literature on South Korean women in the camptown sex industry 
will provide relevant information about the theoretical framework that has dominated the debates 
about military prostitution, and discusses other factors that may contribute to South Korea’s 
camptown prostitution. This existing research will subsequently be examined and employed for this 
study.  
 
Feminist International Relations Theory 
Katharine Moon is an experienced scholar in the field of political science and has investigated the 
connections between the personal and the international with respect to the camptown prostitution of 
Korean women in the twentieth century. In Sex Among Allies: Military Prostitution in U.S.-Korea 
                                               
3 There were 34,805 American troops in South Korea in August 2017 (Holmes 2017). 
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Relations (1997) she explores what has motivated decision-making and the effects of these decisions 
on the women in camptowns. Her focus is placed on the repercussions of the venereal disease (VD) 
checks that were enforced by the American military, and executed by the military and the South 
Korean government in an effort to secure U.S. commitment to South Korea4 (12). Through a focus 
on relations between people in the camptowns as well as on the relations between the U.S. and South 
Korea, she portrays the personal and international relations between the states. This demonstrates K. 
Moon’s attention for the personal level, as she argues “we have a tendency to understand foreign 
relations as sets of policies that are formulated and executed by an elite group of men in dark suits, 
as abstracted from individual lives, especially in the lowest reaches of society” (2). Her study 
concludes that both governments have fueled prostitution for strategic reasons to advance relations 
between the states, making sure “to keep U.S. soldiers, ‘who fight so hard for the freedom of the 
South Korean people’, happy” (1-2).  
Furthermore, Moon elaborates on how the women ended up in this industry. “The war, with 
its accompanying poverty, social and political chaos, separation of families, and millions of young 
orphans and widows, ‘mass-produced’ prostitutes, creating a large supply of girls and women without 
homes and livelihoods (28). Moreover, Korean society and its patriarchal stigmas and culture, and 
mostly its Neo-Confucian moralism, argues K. Moon, create a situation in which women are branded 
as impure after they have been raped or after they had intercourse with a foreigner, as South Korean 
society attaches to racial and cultural homogeneity, which they have used to for thousands of years 
(3). This incites consideration for the contributions of Korean society to this phenomenon. The supply 
of women consisted of those who considered themselves “fallen women”, and they perceived the 
camptowns as a “last resort for earning a livelihood” (2-3). Even though many women chose for the 
prostitution industry, the women who arrived were vulnerable, and poverty has been the primary 
reason for women to enter this industry (23). Other women were coerced through trafficking, or lured 
with false promises (23). K. Moon provides a highly useful feminist analysis why and how the 
governments have used these women “as instruments of foreign policy”, and argues that these women 
have defined the relations between the two states (12).  
K. Moon approaches the camptown prostitution in South Korea in the twentieth century from 
the viewpoint of feminist IR theory, arguing that the personal is of relevance to the international – in 
this case stating that the camptown women have influenced the relations between the U.S. and South 
                                               
4 The South Korean government rejected cooperation with the American military to regulate VD in the camptowns at 
first, as it was perceived to be the problem of the U.S. However, the South Korean government decided that it was 
important to upkeep good relations on the camptowns “in the greater context of the U.S.-Korea relationship”, and since 
the 1960s, the VD checks are supervised by the Korean Ministry of Health and Social Affairs (K. Moon 1997, 50-51, 
28). In the 1970s, the South Korean government was afraid of a withdrawal of American troops and together with the 
U.S. started the “Purification Movement”, aimed at reducing VD further. The prostitutes were thus an essential means 
through which to achieve strategic goals in the field of international relations (K. Moon 1997, 12).  
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Korea through the states’ cooperation to control these women, and that the international is of 
relevance to the personal, arguing that  “the domination of a weak country leads to the foreign 
domination (economically, politically, sexually) of the women of that country”.  This feminist IR 
theory, holding the view that the personal is intertwined with the international, is seconded by Cynthia 
Enloe, a feminist political scientist who in Maneuvers: The International Politics of Militarizing 
Women’s Lives (2000) investigates how militarism affects women in various ways such as through 
enlistment in the army or being a military wife, but also through military prostitution. Enloe argues 
that militarization privileges masculinity and that it “does not just happen: it requires decisions” 
(289). Although there are no official rules about prostitution, “the absence of a written, centralized 
prostitution policy does not mean that a military elite has no policy. It may only suggest that the 
military is aware that its attitudes and practices surrounding sexuality are fraught with contradictions 
and political risks” (53). She demonstrates the argument that the policymakers often mistakenly 
perceive women such as camp followers and military prostitutes as women “devising [their] own 
individualistic strategy for whatever benefits [they] can from a masculinized military”, for the 
patriarchal control is more often influential than decision-makers assume (38-39). The male elite can 
in various cases self-servingly decide upon the benefits of women in the military, although Enloe 
hopes that with the increase of women employed by the military, there will be more attention for 
violations of rights such as the cover-up of a rape or assault case, and “state officials who believe 
they need women in the ranks for their own militarized objectives may become confused” (287). 
Enloe’s research provides a useful insight in militarization of women’s lives as a result of decisions 
made by military leadership, and of the patriarchal high-level decisions that have repercussions on a 
lower, cultural level. She focuses on the militarization of women’s lives, but at the same time 
demonstrates that “militarization may privilege masculinity, but it does so by manipulating the 
meanings of both femininity and masculinity”.  
Enloe reinforces the importance of feminist IR theory by arguing that “[b]y not paying 
attention to the personal lives of those affected […] we cannot grasp how these international social, 
political and economic relations are often negotiated and maintained within everyday interactions 
between the military and the community (Enloe et al. 2016, 539). Although she thinks the decisions 
of the military leadership are highly decisive, to understand the behavior of the military it is necessary 
to investigate beyond just the formal decisions, and take a closer look at who the soldiers are and why 
they act as they do. Her approach offers a useful framework for the research on the culture of the 
military that fuels certain behavior that affects and militarizes women’s lives.  
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U.S.-South Korea Relations 
South Korean camptowns are in IR more often looked at from a non-feminist IR perspective, focusing 
on the public sphere, with a top-down perspective. Ji-Yeon Yuh investigates the role of the Korean 
government in cultivating the sex industry on military bases, primarily focusing on the political and 
strategic motivations. For South Korea, it was essential to be actively involved in camptown 
prostitution to maintain “smooth relations with the U.S.”, and therefore even essential for Korea’s 
security: the camptown women could “foster goodwill” amongst soldiers (24). In Beyond the Shadow 
of Camptown: Korean Military Brides in America (2002) Yuh looks at the camptown prostitutes who 
married American soldiers, a common phenomenon which itself is not entirely relevant to this 
research, but her work is useful nonetheless. Besides explaining political motivations of the Korean 
government, it is interesting for its link between femininity and subordinacy in Korea. She argues 
South Korea is, because of national pride, unable to view the women as victims; they instead used to 
“praise them for patriotism” during the Cold War, and thereby fueled the industry by luring women 
into the business, or they condemn and look down upon the women. Both result in the dismissal of 
the dire situations of many of the sex workers, as the subordinacy of the women in the camptowns is 
not a characteristic South Korea wants to be associated with (37-38).  
The South Korean government furthermore got involved with camptown prostitution for the 
prostitution created a high amount of foreign exchange during the years of economic development 
(24). Moreover, camptowns provide an entertainment sector with various jobs: besides prostitutes, 
camptowns know employees and entrepreneurs such as pimps, madams, bar and hotel owners, but 
during the day the camptowns also thrive on American restaurants and stores5. The strategic, political 
and economic interests of the South Korean state are therefore essential to keep in mind, as this has 
defined their incentives and motivations for decisions that influenced the camptowns. Jin-Kyung Lee, 
who in Service Economies: Militarism, Sex Work, and Migrant Labor in South Korea offers a 
historical perspective on camptowns furthermore argues camptowns were economically beneficial in 
another way. The state aimed to modernize and women could contribute to this goal by performing 
sexual labor. As the country was industrializing, girls could “push the entire family into a higher 
economic stratum” by financing the education of men in the family by prostitution. The “wages from 
sex and the sexualized service jobs” of women in this manner “made a specific economic contribution 
to the production of South Korea’s next generation of higher-skilled, educated (male) labor force” 
(Lee 2010, 26-27).  
                                               
5 The camptown economies are hybrid economies from which both South Korean and American businesses and 
governments profit. The owners and employees of local establishments make money off and bring taxes in through 
sales of drinks, food, hotel rooms, and the sex industry. Besides this, numerous American franchises (e.g. Budweiser, 
Dunkin’ Donuts, Wendy’s) are established in the camptowns as well (Yuh 2002, 10). 
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The women’s role in South Korea’s plan to modernize at a quick pace during the twentieth 
century is a result of Korean societal and political culture. “The idea of a filial daughter’s sexual 
sacrifice for the sake of her male siblings or her parents was a familiar and sacrilized Confucian 
custom” (Lee 2010, 26). Due to these Confucian ideals, feminine sexuality was commodified as a 
means to achieve modernization and urbanization; these ideologies contributed to the state mobilizing 
women for the sex industry. The South Korean economic benefits and cultural norms have thus 
contributed to creating a supply of women in the sex industry in a historical context. Nonetheless, 
although cultural norms have contributed to the decision by the government that the wellbeing of 
women was less of a priority than economic development and national security, other states with 
Confucian cultural norms do not necessarily know such high levels of involvement by the state in 
prostitution, as argued by Katharine Moon (1997, 41). Moreover, the state has successfully developed 
and no longer aims to modernize. However, the Korean policies regarding the mobilization of women 
over the course of the twentieth century know a historical relevance as it helped the expansion of the 
camptown sex industry. Furthermore, South Korea continues to fuel a supply of economically 
vulnerable migrant sex workers through the provision of E6-2 visas, resembling their role in the 
twentieth century. It indicates that the cultural norms of prioritizing national interests (currently 
national security more so than economic development) over women’s wellbeing remain (Lee 2010, 
179). 
Jin-Kyung Lee also mentions that the system of comfort women of the Japanese army 
provided the basis on which the American military prostitution has continued (4). There is a parallel 
between the Japanese militarism and the South Korean developmentalism regarding the mobilization 
of sex workers, and besides that, the comfort stations and comfort women provided a place to start 
for camptown prostitution (30). Na Young Lee also include the historical responsibility of the 
Japanese. She pointed out that military prostitution has been common for many occupying or 
dominating powers in foreign states (Lee 2007, 454-455). Because the structure of comfort girls 
initiated by the Japanese Imperial Army was taken over by and adjusted to the needs of the American 
soldiers, the resulting camptown prostitution industry has been a greater responsibility of the Japanese 
and South Korean authorities combined than of the American. For the Japanese, it was a way to 
provide more discipline for the army, and to protect other women from rape and abuse. Ji-Yeon Yuh 
finds it a terrible thing to say, but she seconds that sometimes it is “argued that without camptown 
prostitution, ‘there would be more rapes, and that the Army is thus keeping down violence against 
the local community’” (Yuh 2002, 15). Lee and Yuh provide a reminder that the historical context of 
the Japanese should not be overlooked when explaining the twentieth-century prostitution of Korean 
women, and provide reason to expect that the former and latter combined form the basis for today’s 
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system of foreign camptown prostitutes. Today’s camptown prostitution industry has been 
constructed upon the sex industry as it used to be in the previous century.  
The studies in fields of international relations and political science, seeking for the driving 
factors behind camptown prostitution in South Korea in the twentieth century, generally state South 
Korean involvement, mostly by the government, is an imperative factor. The South Korean interests 
are dependent on strategic, political and economic considerations that are based on the relationship 
with the U.S. As mentioned by Katharine Moon, the American government was also actively 
involved, and the two governments worked together to defend South Korea’s national security. The 
feminist literature, as earlier explained, argues that the governments used the women’s bodies as a 
means for that. The influence of the two governments should be taken into consideration in research 
on the contributing factors of camptown prostitution, for existing literature has shown that the role of 
both of these states has been substantial in at least tolerating camptown prostitution, or else actively 
encouraging it. The relations between the two states are consequently highly interesting to investigate 
with regards to dominance and power. Edward Said has pointed out that “the relationship between 
Occident and Orient is a relationship of power, of domination, of varying degrees of a complex 
hegemony”, and Elaine Kim and Chungmoo Choi link this to masculinity and femininity. “The West 
has constructed the Orient and the non-West as a feminine or primitive Other to define the West as a 
center of masculine civilization” (Kim and Choi 1998, 14). This gendered relationship in the public 
sphere intersects with the patriarchy in relations between people (Kim and Choi 1998, 15).  Yuh calls 
the relationship between the U.S. and South Korea “gendered, with Korea inscribed as the feminine 
other in need of protection and the United States playing the role of the masculine superior and 
guardian” (Yuh 2002, 10). The aforementioned is also relevant to consider while investigating the 
influence of international relations between the U.S. and South Korea and the states’ individual 
incentives and decisions to tolerate military prostitution, as military prostitution has been an important 
aspect of the relationship (Yuh 2002, 17). The decisions made by the South Korean government 
should be viewed in the context of this gendered relationship.  
 
Ethnographic and sociological research 
Another relevant, and quite substantial area of research in the existing literature on camptown 
prostitution consists of ethnographic approaches investigating the women in the camptowns. It is 
essential and useful to include ethnographic research in any account regarding camptown prostitution, 
since it involves, sometimes blames, and always affects individuals partaking in South Korea’s 
camptown economies.  
Sealing Cheng, earlier introduced sex work advocate, takes on this ethnographic approach and 
describes the start of foreign employees at the end of the twentieth century. She does not undermine 
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the diversity of women, and includes the differences between and among Korean and foreign 
prostitutes. She often defines the foreign women as “migrant entertainers”, a term not all scholars 
decide to use. Since the South Korean economy improved in the 1980s, wages went up, and the wages 
of American soldiers relatively decreased. When the Korean women climbed the capitalist economic 
ladder, it resulted in the arrival of women who remained at the bottom, consisting of a much cheaper 
workforce. In the 1990s, women from the Philippines and Russia entered the state as migrant workers, 
and moreover, women from the Philippines, China and Kyrgyzstan6 have been trafficked to South 
Korea to sustain the camptown sex industries. The women received E6-2 “entertainment” visas and 
primarily ended up in the sex industry, while the women expected a job as another kind of entertainer: 
an HIV test is mandatory for this visa, and an estimate of over 90% of the women with this type of 
visa work in prostitution (Cheng 2010, 6-7; Trafficking in Persons Report 2017, 237; “Filipinas 
Forced into Prostitution on the Rise in S. Korea” 2009; Vine 2015, 332). A false job as a singer or 
dancer is promised, after which a woman has to leave behind her family out of economic necessity, 
or in some cases, coercion. Once in South Korea, her passport is taken from her, and she is forced to 
work in a camptown’s sex industry. Abuse and beatings take place within the camptowns, and there 
is often no opportunity to leave. This points to modern-day slavery, in the form of coerced sexual 
labor and the elimination of the women’s freedom, and sex trafficking (Hancocks, 2013).  
Due to the proof that at least a share of the women is trafficked to South Korea, Cheng asserts 
that “no single label – be it ‘entertainers, ‘sex workers’, or ‘victims of trafficking’ – can capture the 
multiple subjectivities and experiences of these women, just as no single structure of power can 
explain their vulnerabilities” (223). This is a fair statement when attempting to find a generic label 
for all women working in the sex industry. Cheng insists South Korea does not look out for the 
wellbeing of the camptown women, thereby supporting the literature that investigated South Korean 
policies and society described earlier (73). The foreign women are by the American military 
perceived as “women who provide the entertainment that the ‘boys’ need”, and to the South Korean 
state they are “aliens who need to be kept on the margins” (221). Her research provides useful insight 
into the, sometimes dire, treatment and situations of foreign camptown prostitutes, and once again 
reminds us that the role of the South Korean government in this is important to keep in mind. She 
also recognizes and criticizes the American military being responsible for paying for the sexual labor, 
but emphasizes these soldiers are not the only customers, as other men also visit the brothels and 
clubs (48). Enloe points out the same fact, and lists those who contribute to maintaining the camptown 
sex industry, including but not limited to: bar owners, public-health officials, government members, 
                                               
6 Up until 2003, Russian women were issued E6-2 visas. The South Korean government stopped issuing these visas to 
Russian women when it became a major social issue in Russia (“Filipinas Forced into Prostitution on the Rise in S. 
Korea” 2009). 
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police officials, local prostitution customers, foreign military medical officers and foreign male 
soldier’s buddies (Enloe 2000, 24-25).  
Saundra Pollock Sturdevant and Brenda Stoltzfus also centralize the women’s individual 
stories, and in their ethnographic account of the American military prostitution in Japan, the 
Philippines and South Korea, they pay attention to the treatment of women regarding VD, just as a 
considerable number of other authors writing about military prostitution. The denigrating and 
dominating actions undertaken by authorities to counter VD characterizes the gender roles in the 
camptowns. The women are tested often, and are obliged to carry a “VD identification card”. “Twice 
a month, base personnel, Korean authorities, and the Civilian Military Operations (CMO) go on VD 
spot checks. They stop women on the street and check their VD identification cards. […] If a woman 
does not have her card, she is taken to the hospital in a van for testing and issuing of a card. A woman 
can get twelve months in jail if she has no card.” (Pollock Sturdevant and Stoltzfus 1992, 176). They 
furthermore describe the level of control by club owners in the early nineties, but also most women’s 
necessity to continue working for their club owner due to financial indebtedness as a result of the 
need to furnish a room and often also pay for at least one abortion. Their book Let the Good Times 
Roll: Prostitution and the U.S. Military in Asia (1992), contains a series of essays and personal 
accounts of women who worked in military prostitution in Asia. They aim to spotlight the situation 
of these prostituted women, since previous work documented female sexual slavery without including 
the voices of the prostitutes in developing states, while prostitutes in developed countries had spoken 
up about their own situation, but “wrongly generalized their experience to all prostituted women” 
(302). Not all women in camptowns have been victims, and many choose to work in the sex industry, 
however, the working environment was not safe and consensual. Pollock Sturdevant and Stoltzfus’ 
account is one of the first accounts including the voices of the Asian women themselves, making it 
highly relevant, despite its datedness and therefore the lack of research on foreign women in the 
Korean camptowns. 
Seungsook Moon, sociologist, also provides a bottom-up research directed at the women in 
the camptowns. She dedicates attention to the role of the South Korean government, but directs her 
focus less at the economic and political benefits of the state, and more towards the (lack of) protection 
of the women’s rights by the government and the responses to these human rights violations. In 2012, 
she investigated local protests in South Korea against camptown prostitution. There are many 
negative side-effects that the military bases bring along, such as “environmental damages, including 
contamination of water, soil, and air by hazardous wastes and spills; deafening noise and debilitating 
vibration from repeated military exercises; spatial constraints on planning and development of a host 
community; GI crimes against local residents; and camptown prostitution” (S. Moon 2012, 865). Of 
all these side-effects, camptown prostitution triggered the first movements against American military 
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bases, demonstrating local resistance against this industry (S. Moon 2012, 866). In the early twenty-
first century, an anti-base movement in Pyeongtaek, South Korea, “underscores that the ideology of 
militarized security continues to undermine the security of daily lives of local men and women in a 
host society”, S. Moon writes (871). It shows there is a gap between the ideas amongst the local 
population and the South Korean governmental authorities regarding American military presence and 
its societal effects. It appears the government cannot protect the rights of the people within their 
national borders sufficiently in the face of international interests, and implies South Korea places 
relations with the U.S. above the protection of their own (female) residents. 
 
Contribution to the Debate 
Up until now, the literature on South Korean camptown prostitution mostly consists of feminist and 
ethnographic research on Korean women, and research on the strategic decisions of the South Korean 
government in relation to the U.S. and with respect to its economic benefits. Due to the datedness of 
the research on camptown prostitution, the discussion mostly lacks research on the relatively recent 
development of foreign women working in the camptown sex industry in South Korea, and secondly, 
another important aspect that is underrepresented in the research on the current situation is research 
on American military culture as a contributing factor to the current camptown prostitution.  
The academic literature on military prostitution does contain discussion about gender and 
power relations, but less so about the culture on an individual level than on the gendered relations 
between the two states. Attention for gender hierarchies in the scholarly literature on military 
prostitution in South Korea has increased since the 1990s, and feminist theories have been used to 
illustrate histories of military prostitution. The academic literature about South Korean camptown 
prostitution that has appeared since the 1990s about racial and gendered hierarchies are centralized 
almost exclusively on the culture within the camptowns themselves, without prominently including 
the underlying cultures of the U.S. military and South Korean society. The interesting factor that has 
been left out in the literature up until now is the role that the American military culture, especially 
sexism within the military culture, plays as a contributing factor to the problem – rather than being 
merely a side issue, characteristic or consequence of the situation in the camptowns.  
Nevertheless, the existing literature on gender, race and class provides a basis, and useful 
information to be explored. Cynthia Enloe describes foreign military presence as an unusual situation. 
“War – and militarized peace – are times when sexual relations take on particular meanings”, she 
says. “Militarized masculinity”, as she calls it, is constructed within the zones of war or militarized 
peace (Enloe 2000, 23). This militarized masculinity is one of the most essential aspects of American 
military culture and is useful to take into consideration to recognize a difference between masculinity 
in war and in peace. Bruce Cumings implies that the most significant result of American military 
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culture regarding this issue is that this form of sexual labor, which includes exploitation and human 
rights violations, has been so soundless: “To remain silent because morally all this is unremarkable: 
boys will be boys, the oldest profession, war is hell, or – to use Spike Lee’s metaphor – ‘It’s a dick 
thing’” (Cumings 1992, 170). He implies that the American military leadership has failed to report 
and criticize this sex industry due to the normalization of it within the military, and arguably due to 
the military responsibility for today’s ongoing camptown prostitution in South Korea.  
Pollock Sturdevant and Stoltzfus, in the concluding chapter of their book, dedicate a 
substantial share of the text to the American military culture. They write that military strategy and 
policies higher up the chain of command aim to instill “a militarized masculine identity, where raw 
aggression is equated with the entire military mission and where the soldier’s view of reality becomes 
that of the military”, which is claimed to be necessary for the extreme stress of warfare. They state 
that in the military, masculinity is based on the domination over others. The military training “uses 
violence – physical, psychological, verbal – to engender this masculine identity”, and any form of 
weakness is defined as femininity. They furthermore raise the important issue of the socio-economic 
background of the soldiers (324-325). The soldiers are influenced by the military, but also by the 
culture of the society they grew up in, and the neither should be underestimated while studying 
military culture.  
Rachel Kuo provides relevant insights about racism within the American culture. Asian 
women are stereotyped as “‘submissive’ and ‘exotic’”, and Kuo defines abuse of Asian women as 
“racialized, sexual violence”. She states that “[f]or Asian women, experiences of racism and sexism 
intersect with rape culture” (Kuo 2017). Her research illustrates the relevance of the role racism and 
Orientalism, as well as gendered power relations between the states, play in this context. A last 
interesting argument that is made about American military racism and sexism is the idea that the 
sexual service of Asian women for U.S. military personnel has constructed a representation of Asian 
women as submissive (Chung Suh 2001). Asian women, according to Chung Suh, are viewed as 
inferior by the American military partly because of their sexual duty around American military bases. 
This study will instead examine how Asian women are engaged and coerced in sexual labor because 
of their perceived inferiority by American soldiers. 
 
All aforementioned literature provides an elaborate historical and theoretical context which can be 
drawn from. The academic contributions described in this chapter – on prostitution, the historical 
context of camptown prostitution, the relation between the personal and the international, the 
gendered hierarchies on a political and personal level, the South Korean and American influence and 
interests in the camptown industries, and personal accounts of the women – will be the basis of 
investigating the link between the culture of the American military and the prostitution of foreign 
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girls in South Korean camptowns in the twenty-first century. This study aims to fill a gap in the 
literature by investigating in what way the culture of sexism and racism in the American military is a 
contributing factor to today’s military prostitution in South Korea. It can contribute to the discussion 
by emphasizing that within the field of IR, it can be relevant to investigate a phenomenon such as 
foreign military presence from the bottom-up to investigate important influences which are otherwise 
easily dismissed as trivial.  
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II: Methodology 
 
This research consists of a qualitative study, seeing the nature of the data regarding the case of 
camptown prostitution in South Korea as well as regarding the cultural norms and values of the 
military consist primarily of qualitative, non-numerical data. Moreover, both phenomena are 
complex, interdisciplinary issues. This research has posed an exploratory and open-ended research 
question which aims to explore and understand the meaning of individuals or a group to an element 
of international relations: namely the role of the culture of the American military regarding 
prostitution on foreign military bases (Creswell 2003 qtd. in Khaldi 2017, 21). The approach taken is 
a case study approach, with the aim to perform an in-depth study of this phenomenon by focusing on 
one case, using multiple qualitative data sources, primarily including academic literature. Both 
primary and secondary sources are employed to explain American military culture, consisting of 
recent information to ensure its relevance for this research on prostitution in the twenty-first century. 
Secondary literature on camptown prostitution in South Korea is included to establish the existing 
knowledge about other contributing factors, consisting of recent information as well as information 
that provides a relevant historical context. The findings on American military culture in relation to 
South Korean camptown prostitution will subsequently be placed in the context of the existing 
knowledge about contributing factors to investigate the role of military culture.  
 In order to analyze the results, this research is approached through the lens of feminist 
international relations theory, with a postpositivist epistemological and interpretivist methodological 
approach, presupposed by the intersubjective ontology that gendered characteristics are not fixed but 
constructed based on gendered power relations. Feminist IR theory takes the rights of women and 
men seriously, and aims to focus on “complexities of gender as a social and relational construction” 
(Heeg Maruska 2010, 4). A “feminist ontology holds that women and men matter in international 
politics, and that social structures are imbued with gendered power relations” (Heeg Maruska 2010, 
4). Postpositivist epistemology entails that the manner in which a person or researcher perceives 
politics is dependent on their own situation in relations of power, as opposed to positivist 
epistemology which holds that “there is a universal and objective Truth”. The interpretive 
methodological approach follows from this, as feminist postpositivism “argues that interpretation 
rather than Truth-uncovering should be our goal” (Heeg Maruska 2010, 7). The majority of feminist 
IR theorists have taken on postpositivist epistemology and reject a state-centric ontology, but rather 
argue that power relationships in the domestic arena sustain structures in the public sphere of states, 
economies and international systems (Tickner 2005, 2173; Heeg Maruska 2010, 5; Enloe 2016, 322). 
Feminists approaching research through the ontology of gender-as-difference, looking at static 
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differences between men and women have received criticism for claiming the term “gender” and the 
theory being “skewed toward women and children” (Heeg Maruska 2010, 4-5). Instead, this research 
incorporates the ontological approach of gender-as-power, revealing power relations associated with 
gender, while centralizing masculinity rather than femininity (Heeg Maruska 2010, 4).  
 Feminist IR theory has been chosen for this study because feminist curiosity is what led to 
this choice of topic, and because it offers a lens through which to investigate the influences of military 
culture on camptown prostitution. The framework allows for the investigation of the lower-level 
power relationships amongst the individuals and groups in the military in order to assess the influence 
of it on camptown prostitution in South Korea, rather than solely investigating the policies made on 
a national level. Feminist IR theory has the potential to uncover or interpret underlying and hidden 
aspects of American military presence in the world through investigating another level than is typical 
to IR scholars; topics that have been trivialized in IR (Enloe 2016, 320-321). This research instead 
aims to investigate these aspects and incorporate ethnographic approaches about the individuals 
involved as well, to investigate the personal and the international levels regarding this study. 
Moreover, the roles of masculinity in international politics remain under-analyzed, and a feminist 
consciousness (taking seriously the experiences of women) calls for an analysis of masculinity as 
well (Enloe 2004, 97). As Annick Wibben states, “[n]ot […] all feminist scholars are only interested 
in ‘women’ […] empirically or as a category of analysis. Many are also interested in how gender is 
constitutive of and/or constituted by global politics” (Wibben 2016, 66). The approach described 
above will therefore help answer this study’s research question.  
The case study of South Korean camptown prostitution in the twenty-first century was chosen 
to investigate the repercussions of American military culture around foreign bases. South Korea 
provides an interesting case study to investigate this due to the long-lasting American presence and 
high levels of both voluntary and involuntary prostitution. Although it is possible the result of this 
research may apply to other cases, such as the military sex industry in Okinawa or the Philippines, 
the analytic focus of this research will be within-case, and the study does not apply comparative 
methods to compare with possibly correlating cases. The focus of the study is placed on the situation 
as it has been in the twenty-first century, although the research will refer back to the twentieth century 
when useful. This research is delimited by the timeframe and case study for reasons of scale and 
access to information. The choice has been made to place a focus on the role of the military presence 
in South Korea rather than to compare to a military presence in other states as local factors can vary 
substantially, and this requires a broader research that will not fit within the scope of this thesis. 
Moreover, the impossibility to travel to South Korea for local investigation and observation, and 
corresponding ethnographic research, has resulted in this choice of method.  
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III: A Culture of Misogyny: the American Military 
 
This chapter will present data and findings on the aspects of military culture that affect behavioral 
patterns of soldiers in foreign bases. Several aspects of American military culture will be discussed, 
primarily the sexism and misogyny that are prevalent within this culture, and it will be included what 
the causes and consequences of these cultural aspects may be. The data in this chapter will be 
combined with the existing literature on camptown prostitution in South Korea to answer the research 
question of this study.  
As has been introduced earlier on, American military troops are present in the majority of the 
world’s countries. It is the largest employer of the U.S. with over 3 million employees (“DoD 101: 
Overview of the Department of Defense”). These three million people embody an enormous group 
that adjusts to a certain culture through military training and years of working within the military 
hierarchy. Within this military hierarchy of ranks, there seems to be a gendered hierarchy as well: 
masculinity trumps femininity. The soldiers in the military are surrounded by an environment where 
femininity is perceived as inferior, where women are reduced to sex objects in various manners, and 
where men are trained to demonstrate dominance over others who are considered inferior, to prove 
their masculinity (Vine 2015, 379-380). The military therefore knows a culture of misogyny, rape 
and assault, as will subsequently be demonstrated. 
 
Recruits, Training and Military Leadership  
Before investigating behavioral and cultural norms of American soldiers, it is relevant to look at the 
profile of the recruits and the message they receive during the military training. Military recruits are 
undeniably shaped by their military experience, and are not per definition sexist and racist before they 
enter. A relevant aspect about the construction of a soldier, however, is that the American military is 
“an employer of the last resort”, and that most soldiers are recruited from the poorer areas of the U.S. 
(Pollock Sturdevant and Stoltzfus 1992, 324-325). Socioeconomic status is “[a]n important predictor 
to military service […] those with lower family income are more likely to join the military than those 
with higher family income” (Lutz 2008, 184). Due to the amount of conflicts the U.S. is involved in, 
there is a high demand for many recruits, and the military’s standards, such as finding recruits of 
whom at least 90% has a high school diploma, or limiting convicts from entering, is being neglected. 
By 2006, the military had made exceptions for convicts in one in five troops (this includes those 
convicted for sexual and domestic violence) and in 2007, only 70% of all recruits had finished high 
school (Hunt 2011). 
The recruits of low socioeconomic background and with a low level of education, but also all 
other recruits, are susceptible to influences within the military itself. Once they enter the military, 
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they start a training that prepares them for war. The training “builds on the young man’s social and 
economic marginality in civilian life” and teaches the men that “being masculine is equated with 
aggression and domination over others” (Pollock Sturdevant and Stoltzfus 1992, 324-5). The men are 
exposed to “some of the most aggressive, and most insecure, elements of masculinity: those that 
promote violence, misogyny, homophobia, and racism”. They are furthermore subjected to the idea 
that it is customary or at least endorsed to express these sentiments (Whitworth 2007, 3). Military 
training has an impact on the recruits’ ideas of gender roles: all feminine characteristics or traits are 
renounced. Soldiers who make mistakes or cannot fulfill an assignment are called names that are 
supposed be denigrating to them, and often times these are related to femininity, implying the 
inferiority of women, such as “pussy”, “faggot”, or “girl” (Pollock Sturdevant and Stoltzfus 1992, 
325). One military recruit’s diary reads a memory of an encouragement to become “Men”: “We got 
a semi time-killing/inspirational speech by a drill sergeant today. He had some hilarious jokes. He 
said that all men had a clit until graduation and as graduation got close our clit moved faster and faster 
as we got more excited and finally at graduation our clits turned into penises and we became Men. 
What an eloquent analogy” (Vine 2015, 379). A focus on the physical differences between women 
and men, and gendered stereotypes of women, have shown to result in the idea that women are 
inferior, and in the assumption that men are supposed to emphasize masculinity and their role of 
superiority and dominance to succeed in the military. 
The American military “trains its men to believe that using the sexual services of women is 
part of what it means to be a soldier and part of what it means to be a man” (Vine 2015, 363). It has 
been shown that teaching men to kill is a challenge for the military, and succeed, others are being 
portrayed as “lesser”, so that they are dehumanized – and strikingly, “one of the central forms of 
dehumanization promoted by the military training and the culture of daily life in the military has been 
the supposed inferiority of women” (Vine 2015, 364-365). The drilling thus equates subordination 
with femininity and dominance with masculinity, and the men are encouraged to enact this militarized 
masculinity, as Cynthia Enloe calls it. Viewing women as inferior, and the training that focuses on 
dominating the inferior other, lead to a culture of misogyny, and the objectification of women is 
prevalent in military life: “[m]anipulation of objects with female images is […] central: ships, planes, 
tanks, weapons, equipment, and systems are given women’s names […] and recruits are to gain skills, 
power, and dominance in using them” (Pollock Sturdevant and Stoltzfus 1992, 325). Rahila Gupta 
states that “[w]e all know that sexism is the pond in which misogyny flourishes and because the water 
is so murky, you sometimes don’t even notice how healthily it grows”. In the military where gender 
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differences are emphasized, and which has been a society dominated by men for a long time7, this 
seems to be an applicable statement (Wolf et al. 2012). 
The military culture is supported by the idea that masculinity is superior to femininity, and 
this gendered hierarchy has been normalized and encouraged, and thereby amplified, by the military 
leadership. As demonstrated previously, the military assumes it is necessary for men to develop a 
sense of militarized masculinity in order for the military to function. Military leadership has taken for 
granted the misogyny that this encourages. Prostitution has been forbidden at domestic and foreign 
military bases, however, it has been tolerated by military leadership in practice. Furthermore, 
“pervasive sexually objectifying entertainment”, often government-funded, in and around military 
bases to entertain the troops has been commonplace (Vine 2015, 370-371). The military recruits find 
themselves in a situation that has been created by primarily male decision-makers, where existing 
gender norms are intensified. The men are subsequently shaped by this, and their behavior is at least 
partly a result of this environment in which women are reduced to inferiority (Vine 2015, 363).  Even 
sexual violence and rape amongst soldiers, which the following subchapter will elaborate on, has not 
been taken seriously by military leaders. An advisor of the military with regards to military sexual 
trauma, Thomas Cuthbert finds that the current military law suffices. The problem, he says, is that 
“[n]obody had taught [the women] properly how to say no”, and he finds that victims should report 
crimes more often. However, the problem with the hierarchical society of the military is that superiors 
often tell victims not to report on rapes – for which the superior is sometimes responsible (Vine 2015, 
375). The military’s predominantly male leadership has excused harmful behavior with the claim that 
“boys will be boys”, and has in many ways allowed and stimulated the objectification of women due 
to the idea that this form of militarized masculinity is needed (Vine 2015, 362). It can then even be 
argued that militarized masculinity is being encouraged as a means to strengthen American military 
power. 
 
Misogyny in the Military 
The misogyny that the aforementioned has resulted in among the soldiers becomes evident in several 
ways. As mentioned, the military knows high levels of sexual assault, often without prosecution of 
the offender. Despite the military’s “zero tolerance” policy, cases of sexual abuse in the military have 
increased over the last twenty years – while the number of these crimes has declined in civilian society 
(Venkatesan 2017). This demonstrates that American military culture is divergent from the rest of 
                                               
7 In December 2017, less than 20% of all active personnel consisted of female personnel (“Table of Active Duty 
Females by Rank/Grade and Service”). 
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society8. In the American military, an estimated 14,900 service members were assaulted in 20169, 
most of whom experienced sexual assault multiple times, and 14% of the reported cases of rape 
concern gang-rape (Ali 2017, Vine 2015, 373). More than half of the victims cannot or does not dare 
to report assault, “out of fear of retaliation, harassment or impact on their careers” (Jensen 2018). Out 
of the reported cases, less than half is sent to trial (Schmid 2010, 484). Rape and assault cases in the 
American military, arguably an ultimate manifestation of the military’s misogyny, are not to be 
underestimated. In the years between the Vietnam War and the first Gulf War, about one in three 
women were raped during their employment in the military. This means twice as much military 
women experienced rape in the 2-6 years they were employed for, than other American women do in 
their entire lives (Vine 2015, 373). Of female veterans, 80% has been a victim of harassment. As a 
female soldier says, “[t]hey basically assume that because you are a girl in the army, you’re obligated 
to have sex with them” (qtd. in Vine 2015, 371-372) 
Several accounts of abused soldiers have been documented in the 2012 film ‘The Invisible 
War’, which states that 20% of all female soldiers and 1% of male soldiers are sexually assaulted, 
half of the victims being under 21 years of age. The survivors who are interviewed in the documentary 
have been assaulted, threatened, drugged, and beaten by their seniors, with sometimes long-lasting 
physical consequences besides the trauma. The documentary’s estimate is that only 8% of the cases 
are put to trial (Dick 2012). The documentary provided a platform through which one of the largest-
scaled crimes of the U.S. could gain more attention, and it caused a surge of awareness about the 
problem. However, as previously mentioned, the response has been focused on policy initiatives 
aimed at training women and at increasing accountability for sexual crimes, which appear not to 
suffice. The Department of Defense (DoD) acknowledges the sex scandals and aims to eliminate the 
problem “through training, victim response, and changes to the military’s sexual offenses statute”, 
and created the Sexual Assault Prevention and Response Office (SAPRO) in 2005 to focus on these 
goals (Schmid 2010, 477). Although the evidence of misogyny indicates that legal action against rape 
and abuse is urgently needed, solely legal action in theory, training, and victim response proves not 
to be enough. Schmid states that “[p]ast efforts to combat military sexual assault, although 
commendable, have failed to target the source of the problem – the culture. A misogynistic, hyper-
masculine culture that subordinates military women predictably leads to high rates of sexual assault” 
(490).  
                                               
8 Men who have worked in the military “are much less likely to be imprisoned for other violent crimes, theft, robbery 
and drug offenses”, however, they are “much more likely than their civilian counterparts to be imprisoned for sexual 
offenses”. It is difficult not to interpret this as a result of their experiences in the military, taking into consideration the 
military culture (Vine 2015, 381).  
9 Estimates of the number sexual assaults within the military vary, due to little information and the low number of 
reported cases. This number of assaulted service members is based upon an anonymous survey, executed every two 
years, providing the most reliable source. 
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The American soldiers themselves, besides the leaders higher up in the chain of command, 
oftentimes do not have a sense of responsibility towards women either, and tend to distance 
themselves from women’s problems and feelings (Pollock Sturdevant and Stoltzfus 1992, 326). There 
is a general lack of consideration for female colleagues. One female soldier recalls: “I witnessed 
misogyny at all levels of my six years in the military. On Monday mornings, while working in the 
motor pool to clean and maintain our Humvees, male soldiers would gather around a single cellphone 
to watch porn and talk in detail of their sexual escapades. I quickly learned and got accustomed to 
hearing terms for violent sexual activity too graphic to detail here. This language and the images of 
sexual violence they represented quickly became part of my psychological reality. I myself began to 
objectify women, and found myself troubled and confused by my own gender identity” (Venkatesan 
2017). 
Sexual assault and rape, as well as an adjustment of the concepts of gender among both men 
and women – leading to the objectification of women and the militarization of men, have been taking 
place at foreign military bases as well. American female soldiers stationed in Iraq were more likely 
to be raped by a colleague than to be killed by the enemy, despite the high number of combat 
situations, and women carried knives to protect themselves against rape by colleagues more so than 
against the enemy (Schmid 2010, 475). Objectifying entertainment and pornography “was so valued 
by troops in Iraq, it was like currency”, as a soldier says, and according to H. Patricia Hynes, this 
helped fuel sexual assault. An employed female soldier says that “[t]he mortar rounds that came in 
daily did less damage to me than the men with whom I share my food”, and there were even female 
soldiers who died of dehydration, because they did not want to use unlit latrines at night – out of fear 
of being raped. The foreign bases know relatively high numbers of rape cases: “[a]lthough only about 
17 percent of U.S. military personnel were posted overseas […] in 2013, approximately one quarter 
to one third of all sexual assaults in the armed forces reported that year took place abroad” (Vine 
2015, 374).  
The gender relations and the misogyny in the military – the objectification and the goal to be 
dominant over perceived-as-inferior women, is closely related to the commodification of women, and 
can be argued to be both a cause and a consequence of it. The normalization of the availability of 
prostitution and objectifying entertainment, as has been provided and/or allowed to the soldiers, leads 
to the implication that men are entitled to the female body, and that the availability of it is “necessary” 
to cope with all aspects of life in the military; and as mentioned earlier in this study, what can be 
bought can also be stolen (Bello 15-16). Moreover, the cultural norms of the objectification of women 
and the need for militarized masculinity fuels the need for prostitution, and it can be perceived that 
military policy has been adjusted to this need. The objectification and commodification of the female 
body are interlinked. 
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The commodification of the female body, commercialized sex, has been normalized, and this 
becomes painfully clear in the following case. A 12-year-old Okinawan girl was brutally raped and 
abused by three American soldiers in their rental car, after which her bloodied body was discarded 
(Vine 2015, 368). She survived the assault and described the men, who were arrested for the crime. 
The reaction of Admiral Richard C. Macke, when outrage over the case rose, reacted as follows: “I 
think it was absolutely stupid. I have said several times: for the price they paid to rent the car, they 
could have had a girl” (Chung Suh 2001, 1). This statement proves that the problem according to the 
military was not the abuse of the girl, but the fact that the sex had been stolen rather than paid for. 
The normalization of commodified sexual labor and the rape culture of the American military are for 
all factors mentioned above clearly interlinked.   
 
Racism in the Military 
In the case of South Korea, it is necessary to also investigate the racist components of American 
military culture. The policies that have shaped the ideas about prostitution within the military often 
emphasize the “physical necessities” of the troops, and when the U.S. went overseas to Asian nations, 
“[a]ccess to indigenous women’s bodies” specifically was recognized as a necessity (Pollock 
Sturdevant and Stoltzfus 303, 305). The need for indigenous women’s bodies implies that besides 
misogynistic cultural factors, the soldiers are influenced by a certain form of racism, in which the 
soldiers should be able to access Asian women’s bodies, implying a strengthened sense of entitlement. 
Cumings argues that the camptown prostitution was an unintended side-effect of foreign military 
bases. He states that the soldiers “wouldn’t dream of exploiting anyone. Over time, however, a 
colonial culture and racist discourse developed apart from anyone’s intentions” (Cumings 1992, 174-
5). However, the normalization of military prostitution could not have taken shape without the 
conscious construction of a certain discourse. The behavior of American soldiers in the Asian sex 
industries can be defined as “sexual imperialism” with a “strong racist component”, which is 
emphasized when investigating this problem while recognizing Orientalism (Pollock Sturdevant and 
Stoltzfus 1992, 326). The behavior of American soldiers towards Asian women cannot be perceived 
without incorporating the gendered power relations that are at play. Racism amongst American 
soldiers is fueled by the indoctrination that “the enemy is Oriental and inferior” (K. Moon 1997, 33). 
As the U.S. is in this power balance the masculine superior, and South Korea was viewed as the 
feminine other, this may have reinforced “societal beliefs about racial and ethnic superiority, and the 
naturalness of some people serving and others being served” (Vine 2015, 364-365).  
Americans stereotyped Asian women as submissive and exotic. Interestingly, as has been 
stated, the U.S. military has banned prostitution, and does not know a comparable level of it in states 
in Europe and neither has prostitution taken place at military bases in Saudi Arabia, while prostitution 
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remains unofficially tolerated in South Korea (Yuh 2002, 25, Vine 2015, 72). The stereotyping of 
“Asian women as exotic sex objects […] encourages and permits U.S. soldiers to treat Asian women 
[…] as dispensable sex toys” (Yuh 2002, 15). The attitudes indicate a higher level of negligence 
towards Asian women’s well-being, if prostitution in other states is forbidden. A military newspaper, 
Stars and Stripes, wrote about the women serving the military men in South Korea, and wrote that 
“This is the Orient you heard about and came to find” (K. Moon, 1997, 33). The sexism of the men 
was reinforced by racism already before they departed for their stationing, and therefore racism and 
Orientalism, or “sexual imperialism with a strong racist component” are relevant features of 
American military culture in the case of South Korean camptown prostitution. 
 
The military culture as described in this chapter expectedly influenced the treatment of women around 
the military bases, especially at the camptowns in South Korea. The following chapter will investigate 
in what manner military culture contributes to camptown prostitution in South Korea, incorporating 
other contributing factors that have been investigated in academic literature up until now, and 
analyzing literature and data about military culture as described in this section.  
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IV: The Role of American Military Culture in South Korean Camptown 
Prostitution  
 
The previous chapters have included the existing literature, demonstrating multiple factors that have 
influenced South Korean camptown prostitution throughout the years, and the characteristics and 
consequences of American military culture. Taking all this into consideration, this section will 
address the central issue of this paper and investigate what can be said about the role of American 
military culture in the camptown prostitution of foreign women in the twenty-first century. This 
chapter will demonstrate how military culture has led to a demand for military prostitution, why this 
form of military prostitution is taking place in South Korea, and why the supply of camptown 
prostitutes consists mainly of foreign women today.  
 
Commodification of Women 
American military culture, elaborately described in the previous chapter, has led to the 
commodification of women and therefore the demand for military prostitution. Military culture in the 
American army is one in which young, often low-educated recruits are trained to become ready for 
combat, and in order to do so, the military lays a focus on creating what Cynthia Enloe calls 
militarized masculinity. Femininity in this culture is inferior to masculinity; domination over those 
perceived as inferior is encouraged, and misogyny, the objectification of women and sexual assault 
and rape are common. This objectification of women in the military, as mentioned earlier, leads to 
the commodification of women, and the general idea within the military that men need access to 
women’s sexual services, portrayed also by the fact that camptown prostitution is deemed a 
“necessary evil”. The idea that dominates in the military is that men need to learn to dominate over 
others to be able to fight, and that there is thus a need for commercialized sex to keep soldiers content.  
The objectification of women goes hand in hand with the implication that men are entitled to 
the female body, whether that is through the commercialization of female bodies, porn, strip clubs 
and prostitution, or through sexual coercion, assault and rape (Vine 2015, 379-380). It is the military 
culture and training, more so than the American civilian culture, resulting in these characteristics: the 
military knows higher levels of objectification and domination of women than civil society, 
demonstrated by the higher numbers of sexual assault amongst both soldiers and veterans, and high 
numbers of assaults on military bases abroad in zones of war or militarized peace (Venkatesan 2017; 
Vine 2015, 381). The gender relations and objectification of women in the military are closely related 
to the commodification of women, due to the feeling of entitlement to the female body, and the idea 
that commercialized sex is “necessary” to cope with life in the military. The military leadership has 
furthermore allowed and stimulated the objectification and commodification of women due to the 
 29 
idea that this form of militarized masculinity is needed. Misogyny in the American military culture 
therefore reveals itself in the demand for commercialized sex both at the domestic and foreign military 
bases, and is demonstrated in the high demand for prostitution in South Korea.   
 
Demand for Prostitution in South Korea  
The conclusion that American military culture fuels the demand for prostitution does not entirely 
explain why in particular South Korean camptowns know such high levels of prostitution. How has 
military culture contributed to the demand for prostitutes in South Korea? Although military 
prostitution takes place around American bases all around the world, the exploitative form of sex 
industry in South Korea has become entrenched in South Korea’s society, and has come to play a role 
in domestic and international political decision-making of South Korea (Vine 2015, 324-325).  
 An important aspect about the situation in South Korea is that the military presence here has 
always been in a zone of war or armistice – there has never been a peace agreement with North Korea. 
This means the soldiers are often placed there without their families: the large majority of the troops 
stationed in South Korea have travelled alone. Although also married soldiers visit the prostitutes in 
South Korea, the absence of families and wives increases the demand for commercialized sexual 
labor. Besides this, it effectively intensifies military masculinity on the bases, thereby further 
escalating the demand for prostitutes (Vine 2015, 330; Enloe 2016 329-330). On bases in regions of 
peace, the percentage of troops traveling with families is higher, and there is less demand for 
prostitution. Now that tensions are increasing between North Korea and the U.S., the U.S. has been 
even more hesitant with family reunification (Associated Press 2017). This absence of families thus 
likely reinforces the components of American military culture that fuel the demand for prostitution. 
 As mentioned earlier, in a zone of war, the dominating form of masculinity is also stimulated 
by military leadership, as this is deemed necessary. Also in the South Korean camptowns, military 
culture knows higher levels of militarized masculinity. Prostitution in camptowns has been deemed 
necessary, reinforcing and intensifying the militarized masculinity that is already present. The 
camptown power dynamics are unique, and in these abnormal power relations between American 
male soldiers and prostitutes, social and sexual norms in which the men view the women as sexualized 
and fetishized bodies have become normalized.  
This feeling of superiority is strengthened by the racist component of American military 
culture. The stereotyping of Asian women has allowed the soldiers to challenge and reorganize social 
norms, and the camptown situation is constructed thereupon. The discourse that has been constructed 
in the military culture is one of “sexual imperialism”, in which Asian women are perceived as 
submissive, exotic, and are fetishized as sex objects even more so than other women. This form of 
racism has to do with international gendered power relations, and a feeling of ethnic superiority. 
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“[R]ace distinctions inform all social relations between the U.S. military and the host community”, 
and American soldiers learn about Asian women as “being beautiful, subservient”, and the soldiers 
“don’t see the women as human beings [...] [t]hey speak of the women in the diminutive”: Asian 
women are viewed as dispensable sex toys (K. Moon 1997, 33-34).  Racism thus reinforces the culture 
of male privilege and misogyny, and increases the desire for sexual labor of Asian women. 
An important aspect about today’s camptown prostitution in South Korea is that it has been 
constructed upon the previous forms of military prostitution in the twentieth century – the prostitution 
of Korean women and the use of comfort women. This cannot be overlooked as a contributing factor, 
as it has provided an environment which enables the prostitution of foreign women. In the twentieth 
century already, camptown prostitution “became an integral and vital part of both the local and the 
national economy, and everyday cultural and social life” in South Korea (Lee 2010, 125). The trends 
of this politicized system of prostitution have persisted, such as the coerced mobilization of women, 
or the arrival of economically vulnerable women resorting to prostitution as a means of survival – 
although the vulnerable women are now mostly found abroad. Moreover, this historical context of 
the commercialization of Asian women in camptowns has further reinforced the military’s 
expectations about “the Orient you heard about and came to find”, and their ideas about the 
availability of women around bases in South Korea. The historical context in which today’s 
prostitution has been developing is thus a contributing factor to today’s camptown prostitution, for it 
both constructed a basis, but furthermore reinstated cultural ideas about the Asian women that can be 
found on these camptowns, reinforcing the demand for prostitution in South Korean camptowns.  
The American military culture thus knows misogynist and racist sentiments that fuel the 
demand for prostitution in general and prostitution of Asian women. However, the literature discussed 
in this research has included several other relevant contributing factors to the sexual labor in South 
Korean camptowns. Firstly, the government of South Korea has been contributing to the camptown 
sex industry. In the Park Chung Hee government in the 1960s and 1970s, economic motivations 
played an important role in South Korean political decisions, as it provided foreign currency and a 
job opportunity for women, which both aided the economic development of South Korea (Lee 2010, 
125-126). However, the state has currently successfully modernized and is no longer dependent on 
these forms of income. Nonetheless, the South Korean government continues to tolerate the 
camptown prostitution due to their political and strategic interests. The E6-2 visa has provided the 
opportunity for foreign women to migrate to South Korea, and in this way the government helped 
sustain camptown prostitution. The decision to continue supporting the supply of women to the 
camptowns is no longer based upon economic need, and is currently influenced by the relation with 
the U.S., and the South Korean need for a continued American military presence. Camptown 
prostitution brings little other benefits to South Korea, and has even been a reason for social uprisings 
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in the state. This all implies that the South Korean government has not been willing or able to 
discontinue today’s harmful prostitution industry due to the needs of the American military. These 
needs are based upon the formerly described demand for prostitution in South Korea, and therefore, 
depend on the needs and demands of the soldiers.  
The gendered nature of the relationship between the U.S. and South Korea has had an effect 
on this role of the Korean government. The South Korean state appears to adjust to the American 
presence to ensure the troops remain as a protection against North Korea. The American military, 
earlier described as the masculine superior, has had the opportunity to dominate decisions regarding 
camptowns and military bases as South Korea felt vulnerable to what the U.S. demanded (K. Moon 
1997, 50-51). The American bases located in allied states in Europe, for example, have been treated 
differently. After the Second World War, poor, vulnerable women prostituted themselves to 
Americans out of economic necessity, comparable to what happened in South Korea after the Korean 
War, and what is currently going on with foreign migrants. However, the military then “employed a 
combination of harsh discipline and ‘wholesome’ educational and recreational activities. […] Its 
norms have continued to this day” (Vine 2015, 92). The difference in the response to South Korea 
may be influenced by strategic motivations or Orientalist and racist perceptions.  
Also in Saudi Arabia, the response has been different. The relations between the U.S. and 
Saudi Arabia are less gendered than with South Korea. Rather, this relationship is a sensitive one, 
necessary to sustain and ensure remains peaceful. Saudi Arabia has throughout the wars in Iraq and 
Afghanistan also known a high number of American military bases (Vine 2015, 324). However, 
around these bases, there has been a zero-tolerance policy regarding prostitution. It appears those 
higher up in the chain of command in the end decide what is and what is not tolerated, although not 
the official briefings and rules, but rather “the attitudes and the conduct of local commanders and 
immediate superiors […] determine how servicemen perceive prostitution in overseas settings”. In 
Saudi Arabia prostitution was deemed absolutely inappropriate, and the American military itself 
would “get him before the Arabs could” whenever a soldier would come close to a woman (K. Moon 
1997, 36-37). This demonstrates that the local cultural norms and regulations in Saudi Arabia were 
respected and had an influence on local military leadership in the way of preventing it, whereas in 
South Korea, the American military leadership fueled prostitution instead (K. Moon 1997, 36-37). 
The “no-prostitution-allowed-in-Saudi-Arabia policy was intended to show Washington’s sensitivity 
to the nervous Saudi regime”, whereas in South Korea, the local regime often adjusts to the needs of 
the U.S. (Vine 2015, 72). In the Philippines, another state which was deemed as Oriental and inferior, 
and which has furthermore been colonized by the U.S., prostitution has thrived throughout the years 
(Lee 2010, 130). These differences demonstrate that the American military leadership has consciously 
decided upon tolerating military prostitution in South Korea and that the demand of the soldiers does 
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thus not necessarily allow for a prostitution industry everywhere. Military leaders have not only 
allowed but also fueled the demand for prostitution in Asian states by stimulating the racist ideas that 
Asian women are inferior and sexual objects, as explained earlier. The military leadership therefore 
plays a role in deciding upon the availability of prostitution around foreign bases, but also contributes 
to the culture that is constructed within the troops, stimulating a high demand for Asian prostitutes 
among American soldiers.    
 It can thus be established that military culture has contributed to the prostitution in South 
Korea due to misogyny and the commodification of women, and racism resulting in normalization of 
the commercialization and fetishization of Asian women. The expectation is raised that prostitution 
is available and accepted in South Korea, partly due to South Korea’s history with military 
prostitution, reinforcing the demand for prostitution and resulting in a continued need for sexual labor, 
as “[i]nstitutionalized military prostitution draws on existing gender norms […] but it also intensifies 
these norms” (Vine 2015, 363). It has moreover been a conscious decision of Seoul and of American 
military leadership to allow and sustain prostitution in South Korea. Nonetheless, these decisions 
ultimately appear to be based upon the gendered relationship between the two states, and especially 
these South Korean policies are based upon the demands of the American military. 
 
Foreign Women in the Korean Camptowns 
Finally, how has American military culture contributed to the demand of foreign prostitutes in South 
Korean camptowns in the twenty-first century? As explained, the large majority of the camptown 
prostitutes today are foreign women. The women from overseas filled up the gap when Korean 
women moved on to find other occupations, and became the cheaper workforce in the camptowns. 
The prostitution of foreign women is highly dependent upon the historical context in which this 
opportunity has developed, and on the economic situation of the women themselves. As explained 
earlier, the women are vulnerable, and susceptible to the career promised to them by traffickers. The 
more vulnerable women from abroad have “taken over Korean women’s place in the contemporary 
capitalist global order”; the Korean women were thus substituted by migrant labor “in the global 
hierarchy of nations, races, and economies” (Lee 2010, 180-181).  
Besides the economic substitutability of the women, some aspects of American military 
culture also play a role. The American soldiers create a demand for the women as there is a general 
demand for Asian prostitutes, as this thesis has demonstrated. Furthermore, the fact that American 
soldiers have been relatively poor and are from low socio-economic background may affect the 
demand for foreign prostitutes in South Korea. The foreign prostitutes are very cheap – they receive 
a third of what Korean women are being paid (Cheng 2010, 6-7; “Filipinas Forced into Prostitution 
on the Rise in S. Korea” 2009; Vine 2015, 332). The soldiers do not have a high income and cannot 
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afford expensive prostitutes, and the sexual labor of foreign women does not cost them much money. 
This preference makes that the soldiers fuel the demand for foreign prostitutes, rather than decide 
upon paying for more expensive, less disputed women. An attempt to decrease the demand for 
trafficked women in 200410 resulted in soldiers going to the forbidden clubs which were suspected of 
trafficking more often, rather than avoiding them (Vine 2015, 334). Instead of shutting down these 
clubs, this knowledge fueled the prostitution of foreign women even more, and the clubs went 
underground11.  Moreover, the American soldiers, often living far away from their families and 
experiencing loneliness, can identify with and relate to foreign prostitutes, and this, too, creates a 
preference amongst American soldiers for foreign sex workers over South Korean women (Lee 2010, 
179).  
 
Many factors influenced camptown prostitution in Korea in twenty-first century, however, it can be 
concluded that American military culture is an essential contributing factor. The majority of the 
alternate contributing factors depend on the demand of the military, such as the decisions of the South 
Korean government and the opportunity for the supply gap to be filled up by foreign women. The 
gendered power relations between the U.S. and South Korea and the power relations of gender in the 
military have allowed for the military culture to freely roam, and as a result, the camptown 
prostitution sex industry continues to thrive. The South Korean government prioritizes their security 
needs above the wellbeing of women, and adjusts to the demands of the American military. As long 
as demand is mainly created by American soldiers due to their ideas about gender roles, namely that 
Asian women are inferior and ought to serve the soldiers, American military culture is a highly 
influential factor to the sustained camptown prostitution. The economic development of South Korea 
has decreased economic motivations of the South Korean government, however, continued tolerance 
in this century has demonstrated that camptown prostitution has become an essential element of the 
strategic relationship between the U.S. and South Korea. Despite the contribution of the American 
military culture to the sex industry, ultimately, the decisions that have allowed the prostitution to 
grow and remain are at least as important, and these decisions and the military cultural norms 
reinforce each other. If the relationship between two states and the economic and political interests 
of both governments had been different, this form of prostitution could have been halted. On the other 
hand, had there not been a large demand fueled by the culture of the American military, there would 
be no camptown prostitution whatsoever. All contributing factors discussed have been, and remain, 
interlinked. 
                                               
10 The administration of George W. Bush decided upon a “zero tolerance” policy for trafficking and as a result made 
certain clubs and bars, which were thought to be involved in trafficking, “off-limits” for soldiers (Vine 2015, 334). 
11 For example, at so-called “juicy bars”, the soldiers buy drinks off women. However, the higher the price of the drink, 
the more likely the men are to take the woman home (Vine 2015, 334). 
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Conclusion 
 
Interpreting sexism, misogyny and racism in the American military culture with regards to South 
Korean camptown prostitution and placing it within the context of the existing literature on this sex 
industry, this research has found that the cultural factors of the military play a highly relevant role in 
this sex industry. This study has examined the relationship between the American military culture 
and the twenty-first century prostitution in South Korea through the research question: In what way 
does the culture of the American military contribute to the prostitution of foreign sex workers in 
American military camptowns in South Korea in the twenty-first century?  The academic discussion 
has until now not included substantial research on the relatively recent development of foreign women 
working in the camptown sex industry, and another factor that had been left out in the literature is the 
role that the American military culture plays as a contributing factor to the problem. The current 
camptown prostitution industry includes a large number of vulnerable, and also trafficked women, 
making it a relevant topic to investigate. Therefore, this study decided upon this case study in order 
to examine the side-effects of military culture in bases abroad.  
 The existing literature provided a theoretical context which has been employed in combination 
with data about military culture to answer the main research question. Moreover, the feminist IR 
theory framework provided a lens through which to investigate the power relationships amongst 
individuals in the military to assess the influence of it on camptown prostitution. American military 
culture has been demonstrated to know high levels of rape and assault through misogyny and the 
inferiority of women. This objectification of women also results in the commodification of women 
and the demand for prostitution, further fueled by the military policies claiming access to 
commercialized sex is necessary for soldiers, especially in conditions of war. Moreover, racism has 
resulted in the further fetishization of Asian women, due to a feeling of ethnic superiority and the 
perception of Asian women as exotic and inferior, leading to an increased demand for Asian 
prostitutes.  
 As a result of American military culture, there has been a high demand for prostitution around 
military bases in South Korea throughout the years, and continuing today. This research has explained 
that there are many other contributing factors at play which are essential in the sustained camptown 
prostitution. Nonetheless, the decisions of the South Korean government to continue tolerating and 
fueling the industry, or the opportunity for foreign women to fill up a supply gap are both a result of 
the continued high demand of American soldiers. As long as these soldiers continue a demand for 
prostitution, based upon their cultural norms and values wherein Asian women are often perceived 
as inferior and catering to soldiers, American military culture remains a contributing factor. The 
gendered relationship between the U.S. and South Korea provides a situation in which the sex 
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industry is sustained by both sides. Had this relationship been different, this form of prostitution might 
not have continued, as it has been demonstrated military culture does not sustain the sex industry 
independently. However, had there not been a large demand fueled by the culture of the American 
military, there would have been less women – whether voluntary, coerced or trafficked – providing 
sexual labor to soldiers in South Korean camptowns today. 
 The case study of South Korea has shown to provide a complex situation in which many 
contributing factors are at play. In order to validate and confirm the role of the American military 
culture in the prostitution around bases in Asian states, it is necessary to investigate other case studies, 
in particular the bases in the Philippines or in Okinawa, Japan, may provide relevant cases due to a 
large American presence throughout history. This study has been limited to this case, which resulted 
in an in-depth analysis of alternate factors sustaining the camptown industry, but further research can 
be done to compare this case to others. 
 The camptown prostitution in the twenty-first century in South Korea has proven to be harmful 
as it has incorporated trafficked women from overseas. The voluntariness of the women is therefore 
to be questioned, and earlier attempts to decline the prostitution of trafficked women show that new 
solutions are needed. Until today, men have been the primary decision-makers. International 
relations, economic benefits and political stakes have outweighed the well-being of women, as shown 
in the situation in South Korea, and it may be time that policies are adjusted to female rights and 
needs. Within the field of IR, this study may hopefully emphasize the relevance of those phenomena 
at the bottom, otherwise easily dismissed as trivial. As for South Korea, the state has insisted that it 
is incapable of defending itself against North Korea, and remains militarily dependent on the U.S. 
Recently, younger generations are increasingly critical of this relationship with the U.S., however, 
before a change in this relationship will take place, it is likely that the hostility between the North and 
South needs to decline. However long the U.S. military remains present in South Korea, it is important 
to remain attentive towards the side-effects this brings. 
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